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The perception of past human societies and economies in ancient Central Asia has long re-
lied on the distinction between fully sedentary agricultural and mobile pastoral lifestyles (Luneau
2017). South of the Syr-Darya River — in the so-called “sown” or “oasis” area — the mobile groups
have been unevenly studied in favor of urban sedentary cultures. In addition, mobile pastoral-
ists are often viewed as having lived in peripheral or marginal areas - especially in mountainous
regions, a view that limits our understanding of the global context of an integrated society with
various communities over time (Hammer 2014).

As a matter of fact, the Nuratau Mountains located in the Samarkand province of the present-
day Republic of Uzbekistan has been largely unexplored up to now, although the whole province
has proved to be promising for the detection of a dense prehistoric occupation and for the exami-
nation of interactions between various human groups (Avanesova 2010; 2016). The findings of two
unique burial complexes investigated by the Department of Archeology of the Samarkand State
University (2011, 2014) and related to the “Andronovo” cultures in the Koshrabad district have
revealed the potential of this area for investigating the development of Bronze Age groups.

Situated north of the Zerafshan valley and east of the Kyzylkum Desert, the Nuratau Moun-
tains form the far western point of the Pamir-Alay system. Mostly covered by mountain steppe,
the Nuratau ridge does not reach very high altitudes and, thus, was particularly suitable for the
occupation by pastoralists.

A joint program of survey led by the Eurasia Department of the German Archaeological Insti-
tute and the Samarkand State University focuses on Bronze Age features and landscape use. This
project was recently initiated in the region for the search, fixation and study of prehistoric monu-
ments, as well as for the examination of the organization of the archaeological landscape. All with
the goal to better define population movements and cultural evolution in the area between the
rivers Syr-Darya and Amu-Darya.

The use of satellite imagery, UAV and pedestrian surveys, geomorphological investigations as
well as GIS enabled preliminary assets to be drawn on the distribution and structuration of the
past archaeological feature over time in the area. Fieldwork revealed abundant traces of past occu-
pation and land-use from the Paleolithic period (caves, various stone and/or earth mounds, stone

!This research is funded by the Deutsche Forschunggemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation)
- Projektnummer 392943887.
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Fig. 1. Standing stone in the Nuratau Mountains of Uzbekistan possibly dated from the Bronze Age

burial structures, tent platforms, stone houses, standing stones, field arrangements, rock carvings
and wall paintings, among others). The standing stones and megalith structures discovered repre-
sent unique features in the southern part of Central Asia. Parallels to such complexes are known
on the eastern slopes of the Urals (Potemkina 2011) and in central Kazakhstan (Margulan 1979:
275-296).

As a recurrent issue in the investigation of mobile groups, most of the recorded features are
of unknown date, due to the common use of light-weight installations harder to detect and to the
lack of material recorded on the surface. In all, the discovered archaeological features challenge us
in framing the time of occupation and the lifestyles of the ancient inhabitants, which possibly vary
between mobile and sedentary occupation. Issues on cultural affiliation and dating will be resolved
after future large-scale excavations.

Nevertheless, preliminary outputs may be drawn from patterns of distribution of the various
sites and structures around the area. The different spaces — funerary or living areas — relate to
their local environment. Specific geographical features, like water resources, play a fundamental
role in the distribution and the long-run occupation in the area. The analysis also tends to iden-
tify some archeological structures as possible landscape anchors, around which a long-term use
of the area has been evidenced. The new research contributes towards a better perception of the
archaeological structures within an integrated space over time and towards better highlighting the
diverse environmental, economic, symbolic and social aspects of the pastoral landscape in this
part of Eurasia.
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